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Notes: Iran-contragate Affair Investigation, May 13-15
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Wednesday, May 20, 1987
May 13: On the third day of his testimony before the joint congressional committee investigating
the Iran-contragate affair, former National Security Adviser Robert McFarlane testified that,
"The president was badly served by me and others." He said that "mistrust and disorganization"
pervaded the Reagan administration's top foreign policy makers, and that he resigned because
the foreign policy system while he was National Security Adviser was "basically unworkable and
undermined" by some of the principals. McFarlane testified that he held this view despite a legal
opinion by the president's Intelligence Oversight Board that the Boland Amendment did not apply
to the National Security Council. He said he was never told of the Board's opinion. Much later, the
opinion was found among other documents in North's office safe. In response to questioning by
Rep. Dante Fascell, McFarlane said he was not aware of Lt. Col. North's fund-raising activities on
behalf of the contras while he was North's superior, even though he had daily meetings with North.
He said that only after he resigned did he learn of North's activities. McFarlane stated that it was
possible North was actually receiving orders from former CIA director William Casey. Regarding
the mining of Nicaraguan harbors, McFarlane called it "not one of the highest moments" in US
history, and said the decision, in retrospect, was wrong. McFarlane testified he had briefed President
Reagan frequently and that many of these briefings took place when US intelligence agencies were
prohibited from giving any assistance to the contras. He said he believed that many of the staff's
activities were violations of the law. According to the NEW YORK TIMES (05/14/87), McFarlane's
testimony was the first direct evidence that the president was kept current about what his staff
was doing to help the contras. He said nothing to dispute Reagan's position that he did not know
the proceeds from the Iran arms sales were being diverted to the contras. Next, McFarlane said
that the president specifically approved of the mining of Nicaraguan harbors by the CIA in 1984.
The proposal, he said, came from Casey. Sen. James A. McClure (R-Idaho) allowed McFarlane
to go on at length about the proper relationship between the executive and Congress. Rep. Jim
Courter (R-NJ) permitted a similar discussion of the threat to the US by the Sandinistas. Sen.
Warren Rudman (R-NH) tried to get McFarlane to say whether he had told Reagan about North's
activities on behalf of the contras. "No, sir," McFarlane said, and added, "The President, in fact,
would often provide his own view on that subject, generically. And there's no doubt in my mind
that he had a far more liberal interpretation of that than I did, I think." In response to a suggestion
from Courter that the NSC was not covered by the Boland Amendment, McFarlane said it was his
"common sense judgment that whether or not a scholarly reading of the law might have exempted
the NSC staff members, my own hearing of Congressional sentiment led me to conclude that the
intent of Congress was that no one carry out activities proscribed by that act no one in government."
Reacting to McFarlane's testimony of May 12, President Reagan acknowledged that when he met
with King Fahd of Saudi Arabia in 1985, they discussed the contras. But Reagan said the King
brought up the subject. "There was no solicitation that I know of any kind," Reagan said. During
1985 the US was prohibited from aiding the contras, directly or indirectly. (From WASHINGTON
POST, 05/14/87, NEW YORK TIMES, 05/14/87) May 14: After McFarlane's testimony was concluded
on Thursday morning, Sen. Daniel K. Inouye (D-Haw), chairman of the Senate Investigating
Committee, conceded that he had no real grasp of what McFarlane had told the president. Asked
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why legislators had not focused on the point in their questioning, Inouye responded: "The media
tell us we're taking too long and to try to cut it down, and now you're saying there are questions we
should have asked. You can't have it both ways." Robert W. Owen, a key operative for Col. North
said he delivered cash in 1984 and 1985 to the contras. Owen also said that Jonathan S. Miller, a midlevel White House aide, helped transfer cash on one occasion. Miller resigned on Thursday evening
and the White House advised him to seek legal counsel. Owen's testimony was the most explicit
evidence thus far demonstrating that North played a key role in organizing and directing contra
military activities. Owen described North as the contra "quartermaster." Owen described how
North "right outside the White House situation room," in 1985 had given him maps prepared by the
CIA or Defense Department to take to the contras. Owen said the maps were intended for military
operations at a time when such activities were prohibited. After a series of visits to Costa Rica and
Honduras in 1984, Owen was hired by FDN chief Adolfo Calero for $2,500/mo., plus expenses. "My
job description was very fluid" he said, and he described himself as acting mainly as a courier, using
the code name T.C. for The Courier. Earlier, Gaston J. Sigur Jr., the Assistant Secretary of State
for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, said he had solicited $2 million in aid for the contras at North's
request from a country identified as Taiwan. As reported in the NEW YORK TIMES, White House
aides stated that President Reagan's "constitutional and historical power" was not limited by laws
passed by Congress barring US aid to the contras. The implication of this statement was that any
efforts by Reagan to raise money for the contras was not illegal. Under some interpretations of
the law that activity would have been illegal and it is now clear that Reagan met with the King of
Saudi Arabia where Saudi contributions to the contras was discussed. That report was confirmed
Thursday by a Saudi official. The official denied that there was any direct quid pro quo to provide
advanced weapons to the Saudis. White House spokesman Marlin Fitzwater said that none of
the five Boland Amendments "contained language which limited the constitutional or historical
power of the President to set and implement foreign policy." Fitzwater said his statement was based
on a legal analysis provided by the President's counsel, A.B. Culvahouse. Under questioning by
reporters, he acknowledged that the White House interpretation of the Boland Amendment "is
in dispute," adding, "There's a lot of arguments on both sides." The Boland Amendment carries
with it no criminal penalty, but the special counsel, Lawrence E. Walsh, has suggested that a
conspiracy to violate it could be subject to criminal charges and penalties. May 15: At a White House
reception, President Reagan said he had never violated the law imposed by Congress regarding
direct or indirect aid to the contras. He added that he did not believe the measures applied to him.
"I was kept briefed on that. As a matter of fact, I was very definitely involved in the decisions about
support to the freedom fighters. It was my idea to begin with," he told the meeting of the Southern
journalists. Asked about what the idea was, an aide said, "Central American policy, support for
the contras, from the very first." The official was asked if it covered the period when Congress had
banned government efforts to aid the contras. He said, "That's correct." Until now Reagan had
professed to have only a general knowledge of private efforts to aid the contras. But McFarlane
testified that he had briefed Reagan "dozens of times." The White House is now arguing that the
Boland amendment did not apply to the President. Officials argue that Reagan had never personally
solicited private donations. But even if he had his actions would have been permitted under the
Boland Amendment. The heart of the argument is that the Amendment barred only intelligence
agencies from aiding the contras and that the president was not included under that prohibition. In
answer to a question about agents of the Drug Enforcement Administration to ransom hostages in
Lebanon, Reagan said, "I'm having trouble remembering that." He said, "I've never thought of that
as ransom." Asked if he discussed the plan with McFarlane, Reagan said, "Yes, but I would suggest
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that never would it be termed ransom." In a previous statement to news magazine US NEWS AND
WORLD REPORT, Reagan stated that the Boland Amendment did not prohibit private citizens
from providing whatever type of assistance to the contras. Next, he said that he understood that the
restrictions were not narrowly applied to the National Security Adviser or to the National Security
Council. (From NEW YORK TIMES, 05/15/87, 05/16/87; AP, 05/16/87)

-- End --
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